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Abstract
Teaching reflective practice places difficult demands on the teacher as it seems
to inevitably highlight the teacher’s own ability, or lack thereof, to be a
reflective practitioner. In this article, I reflect upon a time when I was teaching
reflective practice online and a student and I made negative judgments about
each other. I found that my negative judgments were primarily based in a tacit
assumption that I am right (and the student was wrong) and a fear of failing as
a teacher. By being tacit, they are hidden from possible inquiry. An important
aspect of my own defensive behavior was being closed to the possibility of
being surprised, which prevented reflection-in-action.
Organization Management Journal (2010) 7, 5–12. doi:10.1057/omj.2010.1
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The term ‘‘Reflective Practice’’ is most specifically associated with
Schön’s (1983, 1987) work. Although Schön would certainly credit
his work with Argyris (e.g. 1974) and both would credit Dewey
(1933), reflective practice is at the core of many traditions such as
American Transcendentalism (Emerson, 1903), the Jesuit spiritual
exercises (Coghlan, 2004), and Buddhist practice (Goldstein, 1983).
Reflective Practice can be an important part of professional
education (e.g. Argyris et al., 1985; Schön, 1987; Torbert, 1991;
Moon, 2004; Johns, 2006; Taylor et al., 2008). However, teaching
reflective practice places some difficult demands on the teacher as
it seems to inevitably highlight the teacher’s own ability, or lack
thereof, to be a reflective practitioner – to walk their talk. In their
study of an executive MBA program, Roglio and Light (2009: 170)
note, ‘‘An ability missing in instructors’ performance as reflective
practitioners is to risk publicly testing private attributions, raising
negative judgments, and revealing confusions or dilemmas.’’
I suspect that all teachers make negative judgments; the point
here is that being a reflective practitioner requires bringing those
judgments into the open, and engaging in public testing of them.
This is easier said than done – for both students and teachers.
In this article, I reflect upon my reflection upon teaching reflective
practice when a student and I made plenty of negative judgments
about each other. I was teaching an online (or ADLN for Advanced
Distance Learning Network) graduate class in the spring of
2003 called ‘‘Interpersonal and Leadership Skills for Technological
Managers’’ that was required for all four of the Management

Negative judgments

Steven S Taylor

6

Masters degree programs that my University
offered. I was relatively new to teaching, as this
was my third year as a full time university faculty
member, and I was completely new to the online
experience, having never taught nor taken an
online course. The course was built around ideas
of reflective practice grounded in Action Science
(Argyris and Schön, 1974; Argyris et al., 1985),
Action Inquiry (Torbert, 1991; Fisher and Torbert,
1995), and Advanced Change Theory (Quinn, 2000;
Quinn et al., 2000). I asked the students to analyze
how they had contributed to problematic situations
in their lives and then conduct experiments in
which they acted differently in similar situations.
When a ‘‘problematic situation’’ developed during
the course, I felt that I must walk my talk and
look at how I had contributed to the situation.
What follows is the analysis I did after the end of
the course in May of 2003. (Note: All the participants’ names have been changed. Betty was a
teaching assistant for this class which is referred
to as MG 511.)
*****
At the end of MG 511, I asked the students to
reflect on their experience in the course and what
they would take away from the class. In the on-site
class I taught last fall and in the on-site portion of
the class this spring, I did this in the large group
and it was something of a love-fest. I think this is
because most of the students seemed to have really
gotten something useful and positive out of the
course and because of an unwillingness to be very
critical in a group setting. Even though it was very
positive, it was also helpful to hear that some
students found the types of speech (Fisher et al.,
2001) the most useful tool, while others found
the learning pathways grid (Rudolph et al., 2001) to
be the big hitter, and so on. It was also heartening
to hear students talk about how the course had transformed their life. I tried to replicate this session for
the ADLN students by creating a discussion forum
that asked for their reflection. Many of the comments were similar to the comments made on-site,
such as this posting:
The most significant learning was in the use of the tools at
the beginning of the course, and that moment when I
realized I could use the tools in the middle of a conversation
to restate my frames, or pick up on someone else’s frames
and change the direction of the conversation mid-flow and
end-up with a win-win situation. That was fantastic! Now
it’s almost a daily occurrence.y I’ve found this class to be
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one of, if not THE most useful in the MBA program. Maybe
this shows where I needed the most work, but it’s been an
eye opening experience and I’ve gotten a lot out of it.

However, there were some postings that expressed
a very different and very negative experience of
the course. There were four ADLN students who
expressed varying degrees of unhappiness, the core
of which seemed to be:
Steve-With all due respect (I’m sure you have worked and
studied very hard to get where you are), I would not take
another course with you. I felt you were on your own high
horse when dealing with students and when lecturing.
Personally, I think you have lost touch with the common
person and should not be teaching. Students take classes to
better themselves, to have their eyes opened to new ideas
relating to the course description for the course they signed
up for. The things you thought you were teaching had
nothing to do with my degree or with the course I signed up
for. I thought the material was far too complex for the
points that you needed to get across and hence I understand
why you chose the books you chose. They were a match for
your style and teaching methods, which I don’t think
belong in this curriculum, or in any college level course.

I struggle with how to make sense of these different
experiences and how to learn from them. What
follows is an account of my reflections on this
experience, how I am making sense of it and what
I have learned from it.
I was not completely surprised that these
students were unhappy, as they had expressed their
unhappiness earlier in the course. I had attempted
to model the ideas of the course about reflection
and looking at one’s own behavior in a discussion
board posting:
In an effort to model something of the learning process that
I have been advocating in this course, let me focus on how I
reflect on this posting. It seems to me that the origins of the
difficulties are in an exchange of posts early in the course:
Peter posted:
Can you give us some direction on the Inquiry Project due
2–24? I realize the abstract nature of this class (and I’m OK
with that generally), but I’m stuck in the traditional
framework of the college course – I’m concerned with
meeting expectations (that I don’t fully understand at this
point). I am familiar with the syllabus so any information
beyond that would be greatly appreciated.
I responded by posting:
Well, I have to say that the syllabus is my best effort at
defining the inquiry project. And I have talked about the
inquiry projects a few times in the recorded lectures. So I’m
not sure what you’re looking for in terms of definition/
description. If you could be more specific about
what is unclear I might be able to help more. Having
said that let me say that I think the two most important
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things are:
– doing some analysis that identifies how your own
behavior contributes to causing problematic outcomes.
– taking action that comes out of that insight.
As I reflect, I understand this exchange as being problematic
because although my intention was to answer the question
as best I could, it seems that the result was to convince Peter
(and perhaps others?) that I wasn’t interested in providing
help. It’s a classic case of intending one thing with my
action and getting almost completely opposite results.
I see the problematic moment as being in the inferences
I made about the lack of response. I have a frame that
graduate students take a lot of responsibility for their own
learning and that if I am not clear in an explanation or
I haven’t provided a sufficient explanation, the students
will ask me more questions. When this dynamic happens in
person, I have visual clues when a student isn’t satisfied
with an answer and I follow up with some inquiry as to
what is clear and what isn’t. This being on-line I unconsciously assumed that no response meant the answer was
clear and helpful (however, based on Peter’s post it was
neither). The lesson for me is that in the absence of the
wealth of information provided by face-to-face interaction,
I have to do a lot more explicit inquiry as to what is going
on for/with the other person. As someone who doesn’t
particularly like to type (I tend to provide short answers to
emails and much longer answers in person), this is not a
lesson that will be easy for me to implement. I will try. But I
would also ask all of you to help me. Let me know how you
are doing even if I don’t ask.
Thanks,
Steve

This issue was identified in an email to me at the
end of the course by a student who offered her
sensemaking of why the students were unhappy.
Dear Steve & Betty,
This has been one of the most interesting courses of the
MSOIT program and it will be unforgettable because of its
use on a daily basis in my professional and personal life.
This course changed me for the better and I have giant leaps
to make to improve myself. I am glad I have all the learning
and tools to make them!
I read the postings by some students about the course and
you; and I would like to give you a little insight from my
perspective. I have taken many ADLN classes and have
come across students who are in very high positions in their
career. Surprisingly enough, I find their approach towards
the courses very babyish. They are set into this ‘‘deliverable’’
mode where they like teachers to specify specific questions
and requirements and then they reply to the same and
consider their assignments as per requirements and like to
get good grades.
This course was a rude awakening for them as they did
not have a specific direction or format and they were lost!
Hence, I suggested that you post a sample project for them.
Though, I strongly feel this spoon-feeding approach is
incorrect, I think it will avoid such attitudes in the future.
I feel both Betty and yourself are excellent teachers and
provide excellent graduate level education. I want you to

know and have an idea of how deeply and greatly you touch
and improve the lives of all your students.
I got a B in this course but what I take with me is A þ .
Thanks for everything!
Regards,

This issue and explanation account for some of the
unhappiness, such as that stated in this reflection:
I checked out about mid-semester thanks to what Bill
describes as your ‘‘high horse’’ and Jim as your ‘‘personal
agenda.’’ I decided to just play the game (as opposed to real
action inquiry) and tell you what you wanted to hear. My
second inquiry project is a farce y (Peter)

The theory seems to be that these students see class
as an exercise in learning how to solve specific types
of problems and then being rewarded with an A for
being able to solve that type of problem. My class
asks them to do something fundamentally different, something that one student described as:
Talking about myself, I had a very different feeling when I read
the above posting during my first inquiry project. I was relieved to see that you did not give any more information about
the project because I felt that any more information than
what was provided in the course description would have been
a hindrance in my creativity to direct my own inquiry project.
I started the first project struggling very hard and pulled
through it quite well at the end, (I’m not talking in terms of
the grade but in terms of what value it has continued to add
to my life) and by the end of the first inquiry project I was
clear as to what was expected of an inquiry project y
And now, during my second inquiry project I am still going
through the very same phases. Though I think I understand
what is expected, I am finding it extremely difficult to do it
because this is a different situation than my last inquiry
project and I have to go through the whole scary process of
admitting things to myself. And I think I WILL have to go
through this process whenever I try to do an inquiry with
myself. One thing that is helping me during frustrating
times is that I keep telling myself ‘‘This is a problem that is
troubling me and I have the power only to influence my
own actions – I need to figure out what is it that I can do
ON MY OWN to help me out of this problem’’.
Over the course of the semester, I have come to realize and
strongly believe that at least in my case, it is only my own
behavior that has until now and would in future, make the
difference in my life.

Another student added:
I’m with you. This is what graduate level work is about. I am
lucky to have input on this from my husband who took
7 years to finish his Ph.D. and continued to have nightmares
about not finishing for many years after. The idea is – you do
not know where you will end up. This is both exciting and
stressful. Personally, I’ve been operating in a mode of professional confusion for so long I am finding this work
constructive in accepting responsibility for where I do end up.
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Although this difference in form (from their
expectations) may account for some of the unhappiness, it does not satisfactorily account for the
way in which the students suggest that the subject
matter itself is not appropriate for graduate management education. So I will hold the issue of form
as an important factor and look for others.
There also seems to be an issue with the subject
matter. The course title is ‘‘interpersonal and
leadership skills for technological managers.’’ There
are some issues with teaching interpersonal and
leadership skills that I don’t believe occur in other
disciplines. First, there is little disciplinary consensus. Instead, there are many different theoretical
models and related skills that can be applied in
any situation; thus, there is no single answer or
approach. Second, every student has had a lifetime
of experience interacting with other people and
probably a great deal of exposure to various skills
and approaches through previous management
classes as well as skills and leadership development
classes in their work life. So if a student is so inclined,
they can argue for ‘‘their way’’ and against the
approach that is being taught in the class based on
previous education and their own life experience.
Most students are not so inclined, but if unhappy
for any reason, attacking the content is probably a
relatively easy approach.
My suspicion is that the approach I take is
inherently personally challenging for many students. Most students are happy to take on the
challenge, but some are not and respond by
attacking the approach, the content of the class,
and me personally in whichever way they can. My
approach is grounded in Action Science (Argyris
and Schon, 1974; Argyris et al., 1985), Action Inquiry
(Torbert, 1991; Fisher and Torbert, 1995), Advanced
Change Theory (Quinn, 2000; Quinn et al., 2000),
and Reflective Practice (Schön, 1983, 1987). The
approach requires students to look at their own
behavior and recognize how their own assumptions
and actions are contributing to interpersonal problems and limiting their effectiveness. One student
explained his understanding of what this meant
for him in an email:
From your comments it seems as if you want me to tell you
that I am flawed, that I am the source of all problems, and
that my behavior is wrong – and anything less is more
‘proof’ that I am being defensive. Students of history might
recognize parallels in this model to that of the Great
Inquisition, where people were tortured until they acknowledged their sins, which was rewarded with death; but failure
to confess netted a more painful death.

Organization Management Journal

Although his understanding does not reflect what
I was teaching, it does show how threatening this
can be for a student. It may be that to take any
responsibility for causing a problematic situation
is to be completely wrong and threatens his image
of himself as a smart person whose only problem
is having to deal with the idiots he constantly runs
into in the world. Years of assuming that other
people are idiots and making sense of events in a
way that confirms that most people are idiots has
firmly established this world view. This is a somewhat common worldview for engineers and is
expressed as the Dilbert principle, ‘‘everyone is an
idiot (Adams, 1997).’’ Scott Adams goes on to
explain that this implies that everyone includes
you and that there are countless ways in which you,
too, are an idiot, but this additional insight about
being an idiot yourself doesn’t seem to have been
embraced by the student.
Taken together, these two explanations suggest
that I need to be more explicit about what I am
doing in this class. I need to be more explicit about
how this class was different in terms of form and
expectations from that which students may have
been used to. I have revised my syllabus to include
more about my expectations and to ask students to
be clearer about theirs. I have also included some
thoughts about online communication and the
weaknesses and limitations of text-only communication. Thinking about these problems has helped
me articulate many of these issues in ways that I
had not articulated them before. Clearer articulation of the form and expectations will be helpful,
but do not address the underlying issues. Being
clear that this course may violate their expectations
about courses may allow the issue to be raised and
addressed earlier, which would be better for students and myself, but it doesn’t address the way in
which being asked to look at their own behavior
may be threatening.
I feel relatively confident in my abilities to
address the problem that the approach is threatening when I have the opportunity to talk with
the student face to face and there is still time left
in the course. In this case the issue was raised
online and, with one student in particular (Peter),
I did not handle it well. Looking back at how
I interacted with the student, I can see that I made
many uncharitable inferences, ignored things
that could have been understood as the student
making an effort to do what I was asking, and
instead focused on the ways in which the student
was behaving badly. My teaching assistant (whom
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I kept informed of the interactions) responded by
saying this:
I’m uncomfortable that it has come to this, and I wish you’d
both stop taunting each other. You are both being stubborn
and defensive, unwilling to give any ground. I understand
that you’ve written this last note in an effort to illustrate
and inquire, but your inquiry does not feel authentic; it just
feels defensive, and it’s not dignified. Peter is irritating
and confrontational. Do not let Peter bait you into this
behavior. As I read over your note again, I’m not offended
by what you’ve said to him because I see that you are
authentically trying to explain the situation. But I’m
uncomfortable that it’s come to a place where you are
having point-by-point rebuttals. It’s adversarial (I’m probably stating the obvious here), and you’re both going to get
bloodied up.

The questions for me as a teacher are: why did I
get so angry, why was I unable to inquire with
empathy, why did I allow myself to get baited into
such an unproductive, confrontational interaction?
There are a variety of answers, which I shall
explore here. One is about what it means to me to
fail as a teacher. When doing some personal
reflection using the change immunity map (Kegan
and Lahey, 2001), I found that I had a big
assumption that ‘‘if I fail as a teacher, I would be
incompetent (and being competent is a large part
of my identity).’’ It felt to me that I was failing as
a teacher with this student and he was making it
very clear to me that I was failing, he was throwing
my failure in my face. A large part of my anger came
from my being mad at him for making me fail and
all I could see was my failure, and none of the small
signs where, perhaps, I was succeeding.
A second reason why I found his actions so
irritating was the method he used. He argued
rationally from within his own frames, using clever
rhetorical devices and logic to focus on specific
content. It is a method I am very familiar with as it
is the one I used myself for many years. Eventually,
I learned how when I was angry I would use
rationality to lash out and attack whomever I was
angry at. I also learned that this was very unproductive behavior, and I am now convinced that
over time it caused me more harm than it did good.
Having this method used against me brings up a
complex reaction, in which I get mad at myself
for being this way in the past. I then focus that
anger on whoever brought it up, even though the
source of the anger is my being mad at myself.
A third source of anger is around making myself
vulnerable. I often tell students that in the action
science, action inquiry tradition, strength means

that you make yourself vulnerable. I go on to say
that the world tends to reward you for being
vulnerable. I try to model this in my interactions
with the students, and in this case, the student took
full advantage of the vulnerability. Of course,
it wouldn’t be called being vulnerable if there
wasn’t risk. But it feels to me as if I am going into
a group situation and offering what I have to the
group, only to have another member of the group
take what I have offered for their own benefit and
beat the other members of the group (especially
me). I feel that my faith and trust in others has
been abused by this student, which angers me.
Adding to the anger from these three factors was
the additional anger of being mad at myself for
not being able to walk my talk with this student.
I found myself unable to be genuinely inquiring
and taking a learning approach to the situation in
the moment. I found myself unable to engage in
real-time action inquiry with the student and as a
result I got mad at myself (for failing, for not being
able to model what I was talking about), and that
anger was directed at the student.
I spent some time with my inquiry group in an
attempt to understand these behavioral footprints
of mine through off-line collaborative reflection
(Rudolph et al., 2001). The understanding I have
reached (which is expressed above) helps me to
recognize these dynamics if they happen again and
hopefully act differently. Or perhaps I should say
when they happen again, as my teaching assistant
comments in response to this reflection:
I’ve read your reflection, and you’ve done a thorough job of
documenting/exploring this issue. I admire you for practicing what you preach in doing such a rigorous reflection
on this process, especially since some of it was confronting
and insulting. You’ve used this as an opportunity to learn
(I thought the learning was typically only one way from
teacher to student in most classes!). Your big assumption
about failure is especially interesting. From my perspective,
the negative reactions of the students is not a signal of
failure – it’s actually a signal of success that the perspective
was getting to them and forcing them (quite uncomfortably) to look more deeply at their own behaviors. By
choosing to develop a class entirely focused on action
inquiry which requires self-analysis, your task is much more
difficult than people who cover some standard textbook
(third-person) topics. You are required to be true to this
commitment of action inquiry all the time – which requires
you to show ‘‘tough love’’ with some of the students, telling
Peter to eat his spinach because it’s good for him. This takes
unwavering commitment. In past personal development
courses I’ve had, the people who are the most vocal and
obnoxious actually have the most radical transformations.
If you were to follow up with these students at some point
in the future, I think you’d see that this class was the
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beginning of a change process for them. I predict a
mellowing out for both Peter and Bill once they have time
to think about the class more and live with it. Still this does
not make your experience on the front-line any easier. How
committed are you to teaching students action inquiry? The
love-fest ones are easy, but you’re going to have a handful of
Peters too.

*****
Coming back to the present, I can report that
I have taught the class (both on-site and online)
each of the last five spring semesters and I
haven’t encountered any more Peters. Or at least
I haven’t managed to fan any small flames into
roaring bonfires. As I read my account, I hear my
defensiveness and the need to show that I was
mostly being very successful in my teaching.
I should add that I wrote the account with the
intent of including it in my annual review
material, so my desire as an untenured faculty
member to look good is not surprising. I question
whether even 6 years later I am ready to share
this with the world – just reading it is still
difficult. I notice that as I reflected, a majority of
my reflection is focused on trying to understand
why the students have acted as they did. Although
I do later turn to looking at my own framing of
the situation, with the change immunity map
(Kegan and Lahey, 2001) and the learning pathways grid (developed by Action Design, Rudolph
et al., 2001), I do not spend much time looking at
how my own actions contributed to the situation
or how I might change my behaviors. A core
principle of the class, based in the ideas of Quinn’s
Advanced Change Theory (2000), is that you need
to understand how you have contributed to the
problematic situation (Stone et al., 2000) before
you can change things. I think that I do not look
deeply at my own behaviors because I believe that
I am fundamentally ‘‘right’’ in how I have taught
the class and that the problem lies with the
students and their behavior – a stance that
inherently produces negative judgments and prevents genuine inquiry (Kegan and Lahey, 2001;
Rudolph et al., 2007). Negative judgments are
almost always based in a tacit assumption that
you are right and by being tacit it remains hidden
and free from possible inquiry.
Of course, it is all too easy to respond to a
negative judgment with a negative judgment.
There is something of my exchanges with the
students that is rather like an argument between
two 5-year-old children.
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You’re a smelly pants!
I’m not a smelly pants, you’re the smelly pants!

I cannot speak for how the students saw my
actions. In all likelihood, they are similar to how
I saw them – an insight that would have been
useful to hold at the time, but completely escaped
me as I dug in, fortified my defenses and engaged
in battle.
As I reflect now, I realize that changes I have
made over the years to MG 511 have all been
unconsciously designed to make it easier to show
how I am right and thus it makes it even easier to
make negative judgments when students object.
I have become more transparent about what I
expect from the students, I provide several exemplary sample inquiry projects from past courses, and
I offer rationales based on empirical research for
the overall approach. All this provides more
clarity for the students and has resulted in no
recurrences of the sort of emotional fight I had
with Peter and the others. I have effectively made
myself less vulnerable by erecting a set of defenses
within the course structure. These defenses serve a
useful pedagogical purpose, but it is important for
me to recognize them as also being defenses.
Chris [Argyris] looked very pensive and said, ‘‘You know, at
one point St. Peter said, ‘On this rock, I’m going to build a
church.’ And at some point, you’ve just got to say, ‘On these
defenses, I’m going to build a practice.’’ In other words, we
would never reach a standard of perfection where we could
naturally master every situation. (McArthur et al., 1999:
122)

I can say with confidence that my defenses as a
teacher will always be partly about a fear of failing
as a teacher and an inability to live up to my own
standards of perfection and all the reflection in
the world is unlikely to change that. But knowing
that allows me to be on the watch for those
defenses, to recognize them as I find cleverer and
cleverer ways of enacting them. It allows me to see
myself acting from a fear of being found to be a
fraud and confront it in the moment. It allows me
to see myself get angry for not being perfect and let
that anger go.
To return to Roglio and Light’s observation that
teachers don’t risk raising negative judgments, my
example of doing so offers an illustration of what
can happen when students and teachers engage in
making mutual negative judgments. Wanting to
avoid such interactions could provide strong motivation to avoid raising negative judgments. But
I think the learning about myself has been worth it.
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I now recognize that if I am angry with a student it
is probably because deep down I am really angry
with myself for not walking my talk. Simply
knowing that allows me to get my anger in check
and quickly raise the question of how I am not
enacting my principles. I have learned that the
real issue for me with raising negative judgments is
not the negative judgments of others, or even the
conflict that might be generated, but the negative
judgments I am making about myself.
There is also another, perhaps more general, lesson
here. This article is an example of reflection on
action (Schön, 1983), but it also suggests a need to
be able to reflect in action, to be able to react better
in the moment. We know that defensive routines
inhibit learning (Argyris and Schön, 1974, 1996;
Argyris et al., 1985; Argyris, 1990, 1993) and it is a
small leap to see how my own negative judgments
could be understood as part of my own personal
defensive routine. In the Argyris tradition, these
defensive routines are understood in a cognitive way
as a set of frames that lead to self-sealing behavior –
they close you off from the world.
Taking a more embodied approach, Yanow and
Tsoukas (2009) suggest that a critical element of
reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983) is an ability to
be permeable to surprise, that is to say, to be open
to being surprised by the world. Of course, I was
surprised when the students made negative judg-

ments about my teaching and my class, although
I would not have identified my reaction as surprise
at the time. I was not open to being surprised, and
perhaps if I had been, I could have responded
differently. My own need to be in control of the
situation, to be ‘‘the teacher,’’ prevented me from
being surprised.
If I had been surprised rather than (or in addition
to) being angered by the students’ actions, I might
have been able to engage in genuine inquiry in the
moment. At a second level, if I had been surprised
at my own anger, I might have been able to engage
in genuine self-inquiry rather than a duel of
negative judgments and argument. Or if I had been
surprised at my own negative judgments of the
students, I could have reflected on the situation in
a more positive way. So the lesson for me is that
anger and negative judgments mask surprise. As
I now reflect upon my teaching more generally,
I recognize that I am constantly surprised by what
my students have to say and what they do – it’s a
part of what makes teaching enjoyable and keeps
things fresh and alive in the classroom for me.
However, the vast majority of the time, I try to
cover up my surprise. I try to pretend that whatever
is happening with the students is not surprising
to me. And that masking of my own surprise
prevents reflection-in-action and my own learning
just as much as making negative judgments does.
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